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Abstract—This paper briefly introduces the scene of tertiary 
education around the world and in Malaysia particularly. An 
analysis was carried on a public university in Malaysia and the 
findings focused on a major issue: cost containment and 
sustainability. The paper discusses the issue and provides 
recommendation on how the university is able to be sustainable 
in the following areas: traveling and subsistence; communication 
and utilities; and consumable 
Keywords-component: sustainability; higher education instituition; 
lean management. 
I.  INTRODUCTION  
The main objective of higher education institutions is to teach 
and to conduct research and this is the pertinent intention for 
centuries. Higher education is also one of the most 
unchallengeable of institution but now higher education 
institution has gone through an academic uprising in the past 
50 years which resulted in the revolution to be unique in scope 
and diversity. One of the most important objectives of the 
governance of public Higher Education Institutions (HEI) as a 
guardian of public interest is to ensure that the tax payers’ 
money that is funding these public HEI is efficiently spent to 
benefit the society. These institutions are given the 
responsibility to produce graduates who can contribute to the 
economic and social goals of the country. This is possible to 
achieve by HEI providing good quality of teaching; providing 
learning that heads towards relevance to the learner as well as 
what labour market needs; providing base for research and 
development that feeds into businesses and community 
development; and by contributing to internationalization and 
international competitiveness [1]. 
 
Therefore, tertiary education policy has been identified as an 
important national agenda. In a span of 15 years, that is from 
1991 to 2005, students studying in institutions of higher 
learning across the globe rose from 68 to 137.9 million 
students (an increase of 103 percent) (UNESCO Institute for 
Statistics – UIS, 2007) and from the year 2000 to 2007 an 
increase of 100.8 million tertiary students to 152.5 million 
worldwide (UNESCO Institute for Statistics – UIS, 2009). 
This remarkable jump signaled a global consensus that higher 
education is a major driver in each nation’s economic 
competitiveness, hence has consciously made high quality 
higher education more essential than perceived in the last half 
a century. 
 
 As for Malaysia, enrollments in private higher learning 
institutions saw an increase of 60.1 percent between 1998 and 
2000, 20 percent increase between 2003 and 2005, and 
between the years 2005 and 2009 there was an increase of 
87.1 percent. At the same time, the public higher learning 
institutions saw an increase by 37.6 percent between the years 
2000 and 2003, a 20 percent increase between 2003 and 2005, 
and an increase of 42.4 percent between the years 2005 and 
2009 (Ministry of Higher Education, 2009).  
 
The widespread recognition that tertiary education is a major 
driver of economic competitiveness in an increasingly 
knowledge-driven global economy has made high quality 
tertiary education more important than ever before. The 
urgency for countries is to immediately raise higher-level 
employment skills, sustain a globally competitive research 
base and improve knowledge dissemination to the benefit of 
their society.  
 
It is also important to realize that the costs of offering, 
operating, and maintaining services for students, in addition to 
an education, are growing astronomically which brings to the 
application of leanness, sustainability and cost containment in 
higher education. The goal of this report is to help the 
University address such challenges and to make the University 
ever stronger, more responsive, and more relevant to state, 
national and international needs.  
 
In terms of resource mobilization, the government of Malaysia 
has given priority to human resource development and the 
vision of the importance of higher education has translated 
into significant investment to develop the sector. In the 8th 
Malaysia Plan, the government of Malaysia allocated RM8.9 
billion out of RM 18.7 billion for tertiary education. 
Compared to the financial effort of other countries on behalf 
of tertiary education, the government of Malaysia is among 
the most generous contributors (about 4.6 percent of the 
nation’s GDP).The Malaysian government’s emphasis on the 
development of the higher education sector is based on the 
need to establish a world class university system; to make 
Malaysia a regional education hub; and to transform Malaysia 
into a knowledge-based economy. One of the concerns of HEI 
on providing quality and affordable education is cost. HEI 
should pay attention to the financial aspect in developing and 
providing higher education.  
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Sustainability has become an issue in many higher education 
institutions worldwide at the turn of this century. Even though 
the concept of sustainability in HEI is difficult to define but 
generally sustainability is defined as: 
Sustainable development is development that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their own needs [2]. 
 
The term sustainability in HEI is used to describe a 
positive attitude towards the environment [3]. HEI 
commitment towards environmental accountability and 
social and environmental responsibility are the major 
concerns of each HEI to be recognized as an ethical 
dimension from the HEI to a better future for the next 
generation. As the citizens of the ‘global village’ HEI 
should be fully dedicated to exploring sustainability 
issues and developing awareness which will enable 
significant added-value to the long term goal of a fully 
sustainable environment. This paper will be concentrating 
on answering the following questions in regards to a 
public university in Malaysia: Is the university spending 
more than its allocated budget? If yes, what are the 
operational areas in the said university that spends more 
than the allocated budget per year? Is the university’s 
vision of transforming higher education for a sustainable 
tomorrow being implemented? 
B. Background of the University 
The university has been developing and expanding since its 
inception, which started with the enrolment of 57 science 
based students and today, the university offers courses at 
undergraduate and postgraduate levels to approximately 
30,000 students and has become one of Malaysia’s well-
known university locally and internationally. The university 
pioneered a healthy campus programme, a programme which 
conceptualized the idea into numerous activities that centered 
around the principles of mental and physical health, as part of 
the ultimate aim of sustainability as it is the university’s vision 
that states ‘Transforming Higher Education for a Sustainable 
Tomorrow’ and its mission is to be ‘a pioneering, trans-
disciplinary research intensive university that empowers future 
talents and enables the bottom billions to transform their 
socio-economic well-being’. To support their vision, a wide 
range of activities has been carried out to achieve the 
objectives of the healthy campus programme such as a 
campaign that enforced the ban on using polystyrene-based 
containers (a petrochemical material widely used in food 
packaging) on campus. Students were educated on the dangers 
of using such materials and their dangerous and deadly impact 
on the environment. The programme developed students’ 
understanding of sustainable development principles by 
getting them involved in an awareness campaign.  Further to 
that an attempt to raise students’ awareness on recycling, an 
important element of environmental sustainability were 
launched. Through this programme, about seventy students 
and university staff were trained and exposed to the latest 
recycling techniques and currently these staff and students are 
the prime activists for the university’s recycling activities.  
 
C. Problem Analysis 
Government grants are the major source of revenue for the 
university which is above 90 percent of the total revenue. This 
is followed by students’ fees which is an average of 6.05 
percent from the year 2003 to 2008. Year 2007 and 2008 saw 
a decline in the average revenue from students’ fees but there 
was an increase in the revenue from other income which 
jumped to one percent from the year 2007 to 2008. Almost 
half of the university’s expenditure contributes towards 
emoluments and this is followed by services and supplies 
which take up an average of 30.61 percent from the total 
expenditure from the university. Provision and fixed charges 
expenses amounts to more than 11 percent annually. Purchases 
of capital assets have declined gradually with a drop of 1.8 
percent from the year 2007 to 2008. Finally all other 
expenditures are less than 2.5 percent annually. Following 
Table 1, shows the university’s expenses from the year 2006 
to 2008. 
 
Table 1: University’s Expenses, 2006 - 2008 
 2006 2007 2008 
Operating 600,136,192 738,839,639 839,925,921 
Research 
University 
- 17,661,434 46,537,674 
Development 54,081,157 50,321,302 52,945,304 
University 
development 
9,992,144 9,649,743 9,589,908 
General 63,060,130 71,923,251 83,025,398 
Enterprise 24,371,610 22,959,997 26,754,405 
Total 751,643,239 911,357,373 1,058,780,618 
Source: Financial Report, 2009 
 
It is estimated that the expenditure of the university will be 25 
percent over the allocated budget. Communication and utility 
is estimated to be over 42 percent from the allocation whilst 
traveling and subsistence is estimated to be over 54 percent 
from the allocated budget for the year 2010.The university is 
facing a problem of over spending and the main purpose of 
this paper is to identify the areas whereby the expenses are 
significantly over the budget and to propose strategies that 




Data collection was by secondary data and interviews. 
Interviews were used as the mode of data collection as the 
issues that is being dealt is sensitive, a total number of 36 
respondents were interviewed from five higher education 
institutions and the respondents were selected based on their 
position at each of the institution. Respondents from two 
public universities located in the northern region of Malaysia 
and three private higher education institutions, one from 
Penang and two from Kuala Lumpur were met during the 
151
course of three weeks. Questions were divided into three parts: 
Sustainability, Competitive Intensity and Cost Reduction 
Strategies. 
 
E. Findings Analysis 
The university’s population as a whole need to be educated 
about sustainability, including all staff at every level of the 
organization as the expenses for the year 2009 shows that the 
university spent RM610,148,575. The university actually 
overspent for the year 2009 by 8.07 percent which amounts to 
RM45,565,975. As for the year 2010, the university is 
projecting a 25 percent over the budget expenditure which 
might amount to RM127,806,426. From the interviews, it was 
not surprising to find that the respondents from the public 
higher education institution mentioning that the university is 
overspending and there is a need to cost containment and 
clearly the university lacks in implementing successful 
sustainability strategies to cut down cost. The bursar of the 
university identified three areas that the bursary department 
would want to reduce cost which are Traveling and 




The three major issues that were identified in university also 
surfaced in other higher education institutions all over the 
world and this was supported by past literature. Sustainability 
has been a concept that goes beyond the traditional thinking as 
it incorporates social and environmental activities as an add-
on function to the institution [4]. To add on to this concept, 
van Weenan [5] said that the building and its surrounding 
natural and cultural context presents the concept of sustainable 
development. This view is supported by Khan [6] who 
suggested that sustainability encompass broader educational 
domains which better reflect life such as energy, waste 
management and recreation among others. Besides that, the 
goal of sustainability is to ‘‘meet the basic needs of all and 
extend to all the opportunity to fulfill their aspirations for a 
better life - to moderate the use of natural resources and renew 
the earth’s depleting finite resources’’ [7].  
 
To support these views on sustainability, Holmberg and 
Samuelsson [8] listed eight drivers for a university’s 
transformation for sustainability which are: visionary leader - 
a leader who promotes cooperation and collaboration as well 
as who sees transformation as part of his or her legacy when 
he or she leaves the university; champions – agents for 
change; connectors – academicians from different 
schools/faculty working together in research work hence 
bridging the gap in the university; size – the bigger the 
university, the harder it is to make changes; interdisciplinary – 
the ability for academicians and staff of the university to work 
together; coordination – to have a department that is in charge 
for the sustainability and transformation of the university; 
pressure – peer pressure that acts as the catalyst to change; and 
fund – to be funded adequately by the government or by 
grants. At present, the university is funded by government 
grants and although the university has the freedom to spend 
the grants or their own resources, but there still are restrictions 
in their spending. This restriction can be due to government 
intervention for instance funding from the government is slow 
to come. Therefore to control their expenditure, the university 
could start by looking at areas where they could decrease on 
their expenditure. For instance, Downey [9] reported that 
Sheffield Hallam University in United Kingdom has reduced 
on the usage of paper and other consumables by 10 percent on 
their sustainability drive besides reducing three percent of 
their energy use. Waste management, reducing the use of 
water, conserving energy and reducing paper use were 
successfully carried out in University of Michigan, United 
States of America [10].  Besides that, Gudg [11] reported from 
the University of British Columbia in Canada that the energy 
use in core academic buildings has been reduced by four 
percent and water use on campus has been reduced by 21 
percent from the university’s drive on sustainability. The 
university started a campaign of awareness on the escalating 
cost of energy and water in the campus and to drive in the 
necessity of reduce, recycle and reuse. Gudg [11] also 
mentioned the importance of the role of leadership in 
sustainability in universities in addition to the role of 
communication of which the author stressed that 
communication should be both a bottom-up and top-down 
process so that transmission of policy to action is implemented 
effectively.  
IV. RECOMMENDATION 
A. Traveling and subsistence 
Remove all privileges of flying business class temporarily 
at least for domestic flights as this would enable the university 
to reduce on expenditure especially during economic crises that 
the nation is facing. Temporary freeze on traveling for 
international conferences unless conferences that are organized 
by internationally recognized bodies. Use teleconferencing 
tools whenever possible for across campus meetings as setting 
up a teleconference room in the long run is much cheaper 
compared to traveling between the campuses; besides reducing 
in traveling expenses, time is also saved. Staff should be 
encouraged to purchase their tickets online as this would 
reduce agent fees. Reimbursement of the payment on the ticket 
purchases should be done within two weeks once the claim is 
submitted. Staff should plan their travels properly. If the 
meeting is to be attended by more than three persons, it would 
be cost effective to drive rather than flying (if the meeting is to 
be held out from the state). This action plan is being practiced 
by the public sector and they could reduce traveling cost by 40 
percent per-annum. The allocation of cars to top management 
is costly, instead of giving them a car each and maintaining the 
car, it would be cheaper to allocate an allowance for them. The 
finance company that was engaged in this study adopted this 
approach and was able to save 30 percent on their expenditure. 
Changing the mindset of everyone in the university is 
important; everyone needs to be aware of the expenses the 
university is incurring and how the tax payers’ money is being 
spent. Everyone should take responsibility of the problem. 
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Continuous in-house seminars, training and workshop should 
be carried out to inform staff on sustainability and ethics on 
savings.   
B. Communication and utilities 
Communication and utility cost is escalating in the university 
and actions have to be taken to reduce the cost. The 
communication and utility cost of the university for the year 
2009 was RM32,701,142 which was 5.79 percent more than 
the allocated amount for that year. As for 2010, the budget 
allocated for communication and utility was RM28,024,200 but 
as of 31st July 2010, the accumulated bill from January to July 
for communication and utility is RM12,886,869.24 which is 
45.98 percent from the allocation for the year 2010. By sharing 
an energy management policy to all employees and 
encouraging their involvement through training and 
participation, energy bills can be reduced by approximately 
two percent and moreover a five percent reduction in total 
electricity consumption can be achieved by upgrading 
lighting systems, which also extends the useful life of 
equipment and reduces human resource requirements [12]. The 
actions that can be taken to overcome the problem of high 
communication and utility cost are presented as follows: 
Increase staff awareness as how much is being spent on 
communications and utilities. The respondents from the 
university did not know how much is spent on communication 
and utility every month. Knowing the high consumption bill 
might help them to be more conscious of their lack of 
responsibility to conserve electricity or water or the use of 
office phones and faxes. The temperature for centralized air-
conditions should be monitored. The temperatures should be 
set at an optimum level and not too cold as this would increase 
energy consumption, as the lower the temperature, the higher 
the energy consumption. It would be good to make each 
faculty/department be responsible on energy usage, this can be 
done by decentralizing the communication and utility bill. Each 
month, faculty/department would be getting their own bill 
hence there would be a monitoring system on how much 
resources in terms of communication and utility the school or 
department is consuming. Use “smart” power strips with built-
in occupancy sensors to shut off plugged-in devices when not 
in use. Desktop computers, monitors, and shared printers draw 
about 200 watts; the monitor alone draws about 100 watts. 
Every 1,000 kWh that is saved by turning equipment off or 
down (computers, lights, air-handling units) can generate a 
savings of RM288 off utility bills (assuming average 
electricity costs .288 RM/kWh) (Managing Energy Costs, 
2004). When computers are on standby or hibernate mode, it 
uses 0-6 watts, so set all computers to go into hibernate mode 
after 15 minutes of inactiveness. This hibernate mode can be 
pre-set to all the computers used in every faculty/department by 
the tech-support team. The bills for instance electricity bill, 
water bill and phone bills that are issued to the university needs 
to be carefully audited to ensure there is no extra charges or 
double billing. Surveillance of equipment maintenance is 
crucial. Equipment such as photocopiers, air-conditions, 
printers that are not serviced regularly would be consuming 
more energy therefore there should be proper monitoring on 
servicing schedule. A 90 percent drop in energy 
consumption can be achieved by replacing 30-watt bulbs with 
2.5-watt light-emitting diodes (LED) for exit signs and 
emergency lighting; these lights have a longer service life 
[12]. Reducing the number of fluorescent lamps in rooms, for 
example, an officer’s room in the university has 18 fluorescent 
lamps for a room size of 20ft x 30ft. Malaysia is blessed with 
abundance sunlight, hence the number of lamps in the room 
can be reduced to six or less. A 35 percent reduction in 
energy consumption can be achieved by replacing T12 
fluorescent lamps with modern T8 lamps and electronic 
ballasts (Managing Energy Costs, 2004). At present, the 
university is using T12 fluorescent lamps. Implementation of 
energy management systems, a system that would strategically 
help the university to reduce their energy cost. Part of the 
system is to go green, whereby, fuel efficient energy is used to 
encourage less carbon footprint. 
C. Consumables 
Change in the mindset of how we use office appliances and 
office consumables need to be proactive rather than reactive. 
Womack and Jones [13] explained that leanness is not just a 
change in process or tool but also change in the way 
employees think to contain cost and to reduce wastage. To be 
conscious about the expenditure that is incurred resulting from 
their actions of not being careful and prudent, it is necessary to 
plant the meaning of leanness in all their daily activities. 
 
In the university, the issue of overspending on consumables is 
serious. For the year 2009, expenditure was 5.23 percent over 
the allocated budget which amounts to an extra of 
RM5,075,162. Various actions can be taken to overcome this 
problem and are presented below. Paper use can be minimized 
by using electronic mails to send memos and reports 
especially if the memo or report is needed to be sent to 
multiple numbers of people. When printing, practice printing 
on both sides of the paper, especially if it is meant for draft 
copy; it is advisable to set all printers to print by default 
double sided. Do not bold headings; this will save on the 
printer toners. Reuse single-sided copies that is not used or 
deemed scrap as scratch paper. Reuse other supplies such as 
envelopes and folders; recycling is good. Reuse packaging 
materials. Instead of using of 80grams A4 papers for normal 
report printing, use instead 70grams paper. Only use 80grams 
paper for formal reports either to be given to top management 
or for external users. Start a recycling campaign actively, 
educate everyone on the three R’s, recycle, reuse and reduce. 
Place documents on shared folder for easy referrals. In-house 
maintenance of equipment is cheaper compared to 3rd party 
maintenance. It is advisable that the university has their own 
maintenance staff in their employment to service the air-
conditioner, printers and photocopier machines as in the long 
term, it is cheaper to hire staff then to contract out the 
servicing to a 3rd party. Select single vendor to obtain 
economy of scale benefits. A single vendor for purchasing of 
consumables such as papers, printer toners, computers and etc. 
will be cheaper if there is just one vendor as the cost of 
purchases can be negotiated to the best price since there would 
be an economic of scale in the purchase.  
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V. CONCLUSION 
At present the funding for public higher education 
institutions are from the government but what will happen in 
the next 10 years is uncertain. The economic crises that is 
affecting the whole world might be a factor for the government 
to stop all funding for the public universities whereby then 
public HEI would be forced to look both internally and 
externally for sustainable solutions and greater resource 
diversification. Sustainability is not an overnight effort. It takes 
time to develop the vision of sustainability and to implement it. 
The university has embarked on this vision and it is hoped that 
the mission and vision of the university will be embraced by 
each and every staff of the university from all the campuses. 
Quinn and Dalton [14] mentioned that to critically change 
towards a sustainable university, a leader’s introduction and 
discussion of sustainability principles, the reconstruction on the 
organization’s distribution of budget, decision making together 
with strategic production process are needed for an effective 
and continued success for the university. The financial 
uncertainty in the country could perhaps be the wake up call for 
public higher education institutions to navigate its way through 
this new century by adopting lean sustainability and it is hoped 
that this university will be the university to lead all the other 
universities to greater and greener heights. At the end of it all, 
it is changing the mindset of the users; educating them on 
going green that would create the awareness of saving the earth 
for a better tomorrow.  
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